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SELECT COMMITTEE ON THE COMPLETION OF PARLIAMENT HOUSE 
Motion 

MR PENDAL (South Perth) [7.46 pm]:  I move - 

(1) That a select committee be appointed to inquire into and report on the steps necessary to 
complete appropriate accommodation for the Parliament, and in particular - 

(a) the viability of previous accommodation completion plans for the Parliament; 

(b) the value for Parliament and the public in covering the freeway between Malcolm and 
Hay Streets and thereby reuniting the Parliamentary precinct, West Perth and Kings 
Park with the city centre; 

(c) ways of funding the work, taking into account off-site assets, current leasing 
arrangements away from the Parliament, and the potential involvement of ministerial 
offices in a wing of, or adjacent to the accommodation; 

(d) the impact of such work on the capital works budget of the State; and 

(e) a realistic date for completion of all such work in the parliamentary precinct. 

(2) That the committee finally report by 31 January 2002. 

It is often said that Rome was not built in a day; nor, it should be added, were the buildings housing the 
Parliament of Western Australia.  For the record, we are now within three years of the centenary of the 
Chambers and the western wing that we occupy today - and Parliament House has yet to be completed.  

The foundation stone for the present building was laid on 31 July 1902.  The first stage of the building was 
completed for the session of Parliament that commenced on 28 July 1904.  The breadth of vision it took to reach 
that stage has been, I am sorry to say, conspicuously lacking in the time since.  Major works and extensions have 
been carried out in the past 97 years - principally those to the eastern wing in the 1960s - but never of the scale 
of those in 1902-04 when the State was in its infancy and when its population was a little more than 180 000. 

I put it to members tonight that it has long been false economy to say that the State cannot afford to complete the 
job.  Building costs do not get any cheaper.  Stopgap measures, by definition, become more expensive.  The time 
has come when a serious plan must be developed that will not only put the completion of the project in sight, but 
also help produce a financial formula by which that completion might become reality.  It seems appropriate to 
usher in the reality of completion in time to celebrate the 100th anniversary in 2004. 

It is a truism that there is never a “good” time to undertake work that invariably is portrayed as something for the 
benefit of politicians.  However, the completion of the Houses of Parliament is not about the personal 
aggrandisement of its members, any more than the completion of Subiaco Oval was about the self-
aggrandisement of club members or players.  I believe it says something about successive Governments that they 
have thought so little about the State, its people and the principal focus of its democracy, that an inadequate and 
outdated building has never been completed.  

By any yardstick, it surely must be seen as unsatisfactory that groups of three members of Parliament still 
occupy a single room designed for a single member.  Eight ministers of the crown continue to share a single 
room next to the Premier’s office.  Seven media journalists share the principal press room of this building - a 
room designed for one person.  Four other media people occupy a smaller space, and at least one senior 
journalist sits in an open corridor.  Staff members continue to occupy temporary “cubby holes” created in 
corridors 15 years ago.  At least one senior officer occupies a space that once was an entry point to the building, 
but which has less space than the average backyard tool shed.  Schoolchildren and other visitors need to stand in 
the rain in an open courtyard because adequate public space is non-existent.  Parliamentary staff, including 
library and information technology, are located away from the Parliament House. 

This select committee is designed not just to tell us what we already know; it seeks to look at the existing 
buildings and the immediate environs to see what it will take to improve conditions to a level appropriate to the 
twenty-first century, and to look at funding options that will impact least on the public.  The taxpayer currently 
pays a small fortune in off-site accommodation, a decision forced on Parliament and its presiding officers in 
recent years to cope with the growth in the committee system.  That system has produced, and will continue to 
produce, a great deal of openness and accountability for the people of Western Australia.  That openness and 
accountability comes at a cost, and the cost of adequate office space is surely not too high a price to pay. 

The select committee I am proposing, the Parliament and the Government will have the opportunity to right a 
wrong of symbolic proportions.  The Mitchell Freeway was built in the 1970s and effectively created a chasm 
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between the Parliament and the people of the city.  Closing that chasm is not essential to my aims, but there are 
surely creative, imaginative ways open to us to cover the freeway between Malcolm and Hay Streets, turn the 
area into a green belt and public open space, and give the Barracks Arch its first functional use in more than a 
generation - as the new main entry point to Parliament from the city. It might also be possible for any area 
abutting both Malcolm and Hay Streets to be built on, creating the overdue office accommodation for Parliament 
House.  

Regrettably, past efforts to do what is being attempted tonight have come to nothing.  A plan unveiled by the 
Government of the day in 1985 was intended to deal with the issue of Parliament House for the 50 years then 
ahead of it - that is, from 1986 to 2035.  That plan, which also envisaged the covering of that small section of 
freeway, involved the construction of at least three small office blocks and car parking.  It was initially given 
bipartisan support, but then failed to proceed.  If the project was urgent in 1985-86, it follows that the urgency is 
that much more acute today.  Let me support that by referring to the official document produced by the then 
Building Management Authority in June 1986, and revised in October 1986.  That document reveals that the 
BMA was not being asked to provide a Taj Mahal; rather, it was being asked to investigate the feasibility of 
providing for the present and future growth of Parliament.  That was hardly an extravagant call.  The same 
document went on to say that the previous study had identified an urgent need for additions at Parliament House. 
In another section of the same page, the report talks of the severity of the current space shortages. 

The document quantified the office space required as an extra 6 700 square metres in 1985, an extra 12 700 
square metres in 1995, and an extra 26 500 square metres in the year 2035.  It should be lost on no-one that, 16 
years into that period, none of the extra 19 400 square metres on site has been provided.  Parliament’s needs 
have not stopped increasing - they have simply been met by taking out rental space in buildings in and around 
the parliamentary precinct.  We are dealing in false economies in meeting Parliament’s needs on an ad hoc, 
rental basis, when we could be taking the less expensive, although admittedly more politically difficult, option of 
building new accommodation on and near the present Parliament House.  In a nation that has come to treat home 
ownership as an article of faith, it is passing strange that successive Governments have opted instead to continue 
to rent space for Parliament House, rather than bite the bullet on owning its own premises.   

Significantly, the 1986 document discusses three options: firstly, an eastward extension combined with a 
landscaped bridging over that short section of the freeway; secondly, a westward extension across Harvest 
Terrace, and the closure of Parliament Place; and, thirdly, northward and southward extensions within the 
boundaries of the present parliamentary site.  I envisage that the select committee will look at all three options 
and any others that are placed before it.  Importantly, the 1986 document deals not only with the advantages of 
each of the three suggested options, but also their disadvantages.  The proposed 1986 extensions have seen four 
Governments come and go.  All have been itching to do something, but none has had the courage.  

The terms of reference are designed to tackle the funding issue from another perspective, to give the present 
Government maximum political comfort to tackle the job.  For example, terms of reference 1C and 1D aim to 
examine ways of funding the work, taking into account the offsite assets the Parliament or Government owns, 
the current leasing arrangement for ministers and other support staff elsewhere in the city, and the potential 
integration or provision for ministerial offices in the new accommodation instead of in rented premises across 
the city.  Term of reference 1D is designed to gain an understanding of the impact of any work on the capital 
works program of Western Australia given that, presumably, we will raise only so much from asset sales and 
from withdrawing from private office rentals.  Without pre-empting the select committee’s work, I remind 
members that the total public sector capital works program for the year 2000-01 is $3.4 billion.  Put another way, 
in the 10 years in which we have been dithering, petrified to make a decision, the total public sector capital 
works program has been more that $23 billion, spent on schools, roads, prisons, hospitals, ports, power stations, 
and every other conceivable work of a public nature.   

We are in sight of the one hundredth anniversary of this beautiful building.  A major anniversary of that kind is a 
once in a lifetime opportunity to do what was intended 100 years ago - to bring about a completed Parliament 
House.  The terms of reference are designed as an educative tool to help explain to the media and the public how 
a long-delayed completion might be tackled with minimal impact on the budget.  The job will never be cheaper 
than the prices prevailing right now.  I commend the motion to the House.  

Debate adjourned, on motion by Mr Bradshaw.  
 


